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Preface

In the Arthurian literature of the Middle Ages, the character of
Perceval, the original Grail knight, undergoes a wide variety of changes
within a time span of approximately three hundred years.

Rising from

the obscurity of Celtic myth in Peredur and Chr{tien's Perceval (both

late twelfth century), this knight ascends to the exalted position of

"the best knight in the world" in Wolfram's Parzival and the Perlesvaus

(both early thirteenth century) and descends to the rank of "second best"

in The Quest of the Holy Grail and Malory's Morte Darthur (thirteenth and

fifteenth centuries respectively).

Perceval's relative position in each

work in the Arthurian cycle dealing with the Grail story is based, for

the most part, on the main purpose or theme of the author.

Naturally the

sources available to each author, or those which each chose to draw from,

as well as each author's individual talents as a storyteller, also influence

the characterization in each work.

This paper will trace these alterations

through the six works mentioned above and establish possible explanations
for these modifications.
Evidence supports the fact that Perceval, like King Arthur, had an

historical antecedent.

Roger Sherman Loomis, in his Arthurian Tradition

and Chr{tien de Troyes, states that according to the Annales Cambriae

there was an historical Peredur, "a chieftan of North Britain, who • • •
died about A.D. 580.111 In discussing the early evolution of the Perceval

legend, Loomis suggests that the Celtic legends involving Pryderi, a prince

of South Wales, were blended with the "more or less historic tradition" of
Peredur:

The blended saga, now attached to Peredur, passed on to the Breton
conteurs and emerged in French literature as the romances of
Perceval.

An offshoot of the French tradition, carried back to

Wales, was restored by the Welsh author to the historic hero and
was entitled Peredur.2
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For years scholars have debated the question of which story, the Peredur
or Chrltien's Perceval, is the older.

Most scholars seem to favor Chr,tien;

however, Loomis points out that both tales "parallel in striking ways the

youthful history of two of the most renowned of Irish heroes [Cuchulainn
and Finn].113 He goes on to say that of the two accounts Peredur "[preserves]
a more authentic tradition than Chrltien does.114 Perhaps chronologically
Chrltien's Perceval is older than the Peredur; however, if, as Loomis

suggests, the Peredur does preserve more authentically the details from
the folklore tradition, for the purposes of this paper in showing the
evolution of the character, the Peredur will be considered first.

Chapter I: The Chivalrous Celt

The Welsh Mabinogion, which contains the Peredur, is a collection

of eleven stories, some of which, according to Gwyn and Thomas Jones in

the Introduction to their translation, were probably written down around
1200 and "must have been known in their present , • • redaction well

before the time of the earliest of these manuscripts, 11 5

Indeed, they

state that the oldest of the stories, Culhwch and Olwen, can in all

likelihood be dated prior to the second half of the eleventh century.

To be sure, the Peredur is not of such ancient origin, at least not in
its present forme Loomis dates it late twelfth century.

Nevertheless,

an understanding of the relationship between the earlier, more traditional
stories and the three later Arthurian romances of the Mabinogion can be

helpful in establishing the purpose of the Peredur author.

To a great extent, the earlier stories of the Mabinogion perpetuate

the bardic tradition of the ancient Celts.

The first eight stories are

most decidedly Welsh, while the three romances show a marked Norman-French
influence.

The Joneses explain these changes in the following manner:

In The Lady of the Fountain, Peredur, and Gereint son of Erbin

there is at once a change • . . Norman-French influence is

strong and obvious, in background and tone and characterization,

in social and ethical code, in clothes and armour and the realien
generally, and the vague topography which contrasts so strongly
with the precision of scene in the Four Branches [of the

Mabinogion] and the routes marked so accurately across the pages
of Culhwch and Olwen� of Macsen and Rhonabwy • . . in the three

romances, once a hero leaves Gaer Llion on Usk, he is traveling
not in Gwent or the adjoining districts of Lloegyr, but "the
bounds of the world and its wilderness.116
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In essence then, the Peredur author was attempting to modernize and thus

popularize already existing tales of this Welsh hero by making him less

specifically "Welsh" and, thereby, more appealing to a larger audience.
In creating his character, the Peredur author combined already existing

tales and added courtly and chivalrous touches which would appeal to the
more sophisticated audiences of his era.

According to John Rhys in his Studies in the Arthurian Legend, the

story of Peredur can be divided into two parts.?

The first part deals

mainly with the various blunders and misadventures of the young Peredur
as he seeks to become a knight, i.e. the growing up stage.

In this section

the author draws from an old established folk motif, that of the Great
Fool.

The second part of the story deals with the adventures of Peredur

and Gwalchmai (Gawain).

The meeting and immediate friendship of these

two knights marks a turning point in the story and the life of Peredur.

There is, however, a third part to the story.

This part, like the second,

contains further adventures of Peredur and Gwalchmai, but in this final

section Peredur outdistances even Gwalchmai as a knight.

The first part of Peredur opens with an explanation of the boy's

lineage.

He is the seventh son of Earl Efrawg, who, along with Peredur's

six brothers, had died in combat.

Peredur's mother, afraid of losing her

last son in the same manner, hid her child away in an uninhabited area and

reared him in total ignorance of the ways of society o

As further exposition,

the author then relates an incident in which Peredur, seeing two hinds

running with his mother's goats, mistakenly imagines that they, too, are

goats which have lost their horns by being so long in the wild,

On foot,

Peredur chases the hinds, catches them, and pens them with the goats.

This incident, of course, attests to the boy's extreme ignorance, but it

also immediately establishes the fact that Peredur is possessed of extra

ordinary physical ability.
Now the author begins the tale of Peredur's bungling rise to knight

hood in which the hero displays not only his ignorance, but also his

insensitivity.

While playing about the forest one day, Peredur comes upon

three knights whom he mistakes £or angels because of the brightness of
their armor.

The boy is so taken by their appearance that he follows them,

determined to join their company, and when they explain to him that they
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are knights, not angels, he becomes more determined than ever.
to his mother, Peredur informs her of his intent.

Returning

She falls into a dead

faint, but Peredur takes little heed of his mother's condition and begins
to prepare to follow the knights.

In a very short space, the author estab

lishes five basic characteristics of Peredur's adolescent nature: ignorance,
physical ability, curiosity, selfishness, and determination, and thus he
foreshadows the events which follow.

Before Peredur commences his journey, his mother, seeing that there

is nothing she can do to dissuade him, seeks to "help" him by offering

him some advice:

"Go thy way," said she, "to Arthur's court, where are the best

of men and the most generous and bravest.
a church, recite thy pater thereto.

Wherever thou seest

If thou see meat and drink,

should thou be in need thereof and it be not given thee of
courtesy and good will, take it thyself .

If thou hear an outcry,

make towards it, and a woman's outcry above any cry in the world.
If thou see a fair jewel, take it and give it to another, and

thou shalt have fame thereby.

If thou see a fair lady, make

love to her, even though she desire thee not.
nobler than before will it make thee. 11
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A better man and

It would seem that a good deal of this advice is intended to get Peredur
into trouble in the hope that he will give up and return to his mother;

however, in this respect, Peredur's mother underestimates her son.

Get

him into trouble the advice does, but cause him to give up it does not.

Unfortunately, Peredur is far too ignorant and naive to reason for himself,

and he follows his mother's advice quite literally, bringing disaster to
others as well.

Peredur sets forth on a "wan, piebald, bony nag" on which he has

"pressed a pannier" as a saddle and other homemade trappings in an attempt
to imitate those of the three knights.

After traveling for two days and

nights without food, he comes upon a pavillion in an open field.

Because

of his lack of religious training, Peredur mistakes the pavillion for a
church and following his mother's advice, recites his prayers.

However,

the lad soon discovers his error, for inside the pavillion is a maiden
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and food.

Although the maiden receives Peredur courteously, he acts like

a boor.

He eats the maiden's food, relieves her of her ring, steals a

advice.

Peredur's thoughtlessness results in serious consequences for

kiss, and leaves -- again, as he says repeatedly, following his mother's

the maiden.

When the knight of the pavillion returns, he believes that

the maid has "played him false" and vows that until he is able to find

Peredur and take his vengeance, she "shalt not be two nights together in
one and the same place" (p. 186).

Once again, through his ignorance and

selfishness, Peredur causes suffering to another.

When Peredur finally arrives at Arthur's court, his absurd appearance

and awkward manners gain him the ridicule of those assembled, especially

the irascible Cei (Kay).

Nevertheless, it is at this point that the author

gives further indication of Peredur's future greatness.

Just as Peredur

finds himself the butt of the court's jesting, two dwarves, male and female,

enter.

Though in all the time they have been at court, the dwarves have

spoken to no one, they address Peredur saying, "God's welcome to thee, fair
Peredur son of Efrawg, chief of warriors and flower of knights" (p. 187).

For their actions, each dwarf receives a blow and a tongue-lashing from
Cei, who can see nothing outstanding in the young buffoon.

Seemingly ignoring

Cei's actions, Peredur demands that he be taken to Arthur and made a knight.
Thinking to be rid of this young "upstart," Cei sends Peredur to the meadow

to meet and overthrow a knight who had, before Peredur's arrival, insulted

the queen, stolen her golden ?,oblet, and offered an as yet unanswered

challenge to the court.

Cei assures Peredur that Arthur will knight him

if he can best the knight in the meadow.

In his ignorance, Peredur kills

to remove the man's armor from his body.

Of course, Peredur's behavior

the knight with a "sharp-pointed spear" through the eye and then attempts

is totally antithetical to the code of chivalry and his ignorance concerning
the armor, which he believes to be attached to the knight's body, is
completely ludicrous.

Nevertheless, Peredur does show that he is not

altogether insensitive to what has occurred.

Owein arrives in time to

help Peredur with the fallen knight's armor and invites him to return to

court and be ordained.

Peredur's reply indicates not only that he has

been shamed by Cei's ridicule, but also that Cei's behavior toward the
dwarves was not unnoticed:
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"May I lose all face," said Peredur, "if I go.

But take the

goblet from me to Gwenhwyfar, and tell Arthur that wherever I
may be, I will be his man.
I will do it.

And if I can do him good and service,

And tell him I will never go to his court until I

meet the tall man who is there, to avenge the injury to the dwarf

and she-dwarf" (pp. 188-9).

True to his word, Peredur sets out to prove his worth.

The author relates

how, in the course of a week, Peredur encounters and overcomes sixteen

knights, sending each to Arthur's court with the same message Peredur had
related to Owein.

Besides demonstrating that Peredur is a man of his

word, through these proceedings the author also indicates that Peredur
has learned something about chivalry.

Even though his is the superior

force at arms, he does not slay his opponents, but rather grants mercy
when asked.

When Peredur leaves Arthur's court, he has acquired the outward trap

pings of a knight, but he still has much to learn, not only about how to
use his new weapons, but also about when to use them.

The author turns

next to a series of adventures which provide learning experiences for the
young Peredur.

As in most medieval romances, these various adventures

seem to occur purely by chance; however, recalling the prophecy of the

dwarves, these occurrences are also designed to display the part destiny
plays in Peredur's life.

were knights.

a knight.

Peredur, after all, is nobly born; his forebears

Consequently, it is a part of Peredur's heritage to become

But true knighthood, so the author poin ts out, is not easily

attained; thus, Peredur must be properly schooled.

The lessons that Peredur

learns have their basis in the medieval code of chivalry; however, the

circum stances under which he learns these lessons often derive from Celtic
folkloi;-e.

Peredur has three teachers; two uncles and a witch, each of whom,

like the dwarves, indicates that Peredur is destined to become the greatest

of knights.

The first of these teachers instructs Peredur in the use of

the sword and ordains him as "ordained knight."

More importantly, at this

point at least, his uncle tutors him in manners and etiquette.

Moreover,

he tells Peredur to "Leave be now [his] mother's words" and he cautions

him most particularly not to ask questions "even though [he] see what is
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strange" (p. 191).

His second uncle continues Peredur's instruction in

sword play by having him smite an iron column with a special sword.

Twice

both column and sword break in two pieces and are magically rejoined; the
third time, however, neither column nor sword can be rejoined.

Peredur's

uncle explains this phenomenon by saying that it indicates that Peredur

has now "come by" two thirds of his strength and "when [he] hast come by

it all, [he] wilt yield to none" (p. 192).

Furthermore, with this visit

to his second uncle, Peredur becomes associated with an early version of
the Grail legend, though not a Christianized version.

When Peredur sits

down to supper, two youths enter the hall carrying a large spear from

which pour three streams of blood.

The youths are followed by two maidens

bearing "a great salver" which contains the bloody head of a man.

Heeding

his first uncle's instructions as literally as he had before heeded his

mother's, Peredur makes no inquiry concerning these strange events, and,

once again, he causes suffering to others, although both Peredur and the
reader are as yet unaware of this fact.

It is not until much later in

the story that the author explains the significance of this incident.

Continuing his journey on the following day, Peredur encounters his

foster sister who informs him that his mother is dead and that, because

he has been the cause of her death, he is "accursed."
the direction of the story begins to change.

With this encounter,

Before, with the exception

of the mistreatment of the dwarves, Peredur has remained unaware of the
suffering his actions have caused.

Now that he starts to understand, he

also begins to make amends for the evil he has wrought.

First he over

throws the knight who has slain his foster sister's husband and forces

this knight to take her as his wife, once again sending him to Arthur's
court.

It should be noted here that this fight is the first in which

Peredur has just cause for his actions.

Peredur continues to serve the

cause of justice by fighting for another maiden in distress whose lands

and person are in danger of being seized by an evil earl.

Next he encoun

ters the maiden of the pavillion; he overcomes her knight and forces him
to swear to proclaim the maiden's innocence wherever he goes.

Obviously,

Peredur is beginning to learn what it means to be a knight; however,

before he can redress the remainder of his wrongs, he must attain the

final third of his prowess.

This feat is swiftly accomplished.

Continuing

his journey, Peredur arrives at a castle where he is warned by a maiden
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not to remain the night because the castle is inhabited by the witches of
Gaer Loyw.

Undaunted, Peredur stays and in the morning encounters a witch

who is about to kill the watchman.

When Peredur strikes the witch, split

ting her helmet, she immediately begs mercy, crying, "It was fated and

foreseen that I should suffer affliction from thee, and that thou shouldst
take horse and arms from me" (p. 199).

Then, Peredur follows the witch to

the witches' court and remains there three weeks, attaining the final third
of his prowess.

Now, in order to absolve himself of the shame caused by the incident

at Arthur's court, Peredur must avenge Cei's mistreatment of the dwarves.
Following his sojourn with the witches, as he once more rides forth,

Peredur falls into a kind of trance, occasioned by his love for the fair

maid whom he had rescued from the evil earl.

In the meantime because of

the reports brought him by the vanquished knights, Arthur has set out in
search of this now-renowned hero and is camped nearby.

A court squire

discovers Peredur, but "so fixed [are] Peredur's thoughts on the woman he
[loves] best" (p. 200), that he pays no heed to the squire.

A series of

twenty-four knights ride forth to meet Peredur and he overthrows each.

Finally Cei challenges him and not only does Peredur knock him from his

horse, but he also seriously wounds Arthur's rude senaschal.

Thus, the

mistreatment of the dwarves is avenged, notwithstanding the fact that

Peredur accomplishes these feats while still in a trance.

In looking back at Peredur's adventures thus far, it should be noted

that the parts of the narrative concerning Peredur's prowess, the appearance

of the bleeding spear and salver, the magical rejoining of the iron column

and s word, and the education of Peredur by the witches all have their

counterparts in Celtic folklore.

The episodes in which Peredur gives

succour to fair maidens, allows quarter to vanquished knights, and, of

course, accomplishes stupendous feats of battle while under love's
influence all belong to the romance tradition.

The second half of the Peredur begins with the hero's introduction

to Gwalchmai (Gawain).

Gwalchmai is renowned throughout Arthur's king

dom not only for his prowess as a warrior, but also for his courtesy.
Finding Peredur still in his trance, Gwalchmai rightly assesses the

situation and greets the young lover politely.

The fact that an imme

diate friendship develops between these two knights provides an indication
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of Peredur's growth.

He is no longer the Great Fool, but a chivalrous

knight worthy of joining the Table Round.

The author next relates a series of adventures in which Peredur and

Gwalchmai perform many marvelous and often magical deeds, more often than

not for the love of a maiden.

In relating these deeds, the author estab

lishes many of the characteristics which remain an integral part of the

Perceval character throughout the works with which he is associated.

Among

these traits are courage, honesty, fidelity, mercy, generosity, and piety,

all of which are qualities indigenous to the chivalric code.

Because of

the similarities among these adventures, one example will serve to demon

strate the author's technique.

Before Peredur leaves Arthur's court to begin his adventures, he falls

in love with a maiden named Angharad Golden-hand; however, she refuses to
return his love.

Quite shaken, Peredur swears an oath that he will "never

speak word to a Christian till [Angharad] confess to loving [him] most of

men" (p. 203).

The next morning Peredur departs and comes to a valley of

giants which is ruled by an evil heathen.

He remains there throughout the

night and in the morning he is viciously attacked by the ruler's vassals.

In the first fray, Peredur slays "a third of the host"; in the second, the

heathen's first son; and in the third, the heathen's second son.

Finally

receives it, although he himself has shown no mercy to Peredur.

The only

the ruler, seeing that Peredur cannot be vanquished, begs mercy of him and

stipulation which the hero makes is that the heathen be baptised.

He even

pledges to ask Arthur to bestow the valley upon the ruler and his heirs in
perpetuity.

The adventure ends with Peredur's remarking, "For me, I thank

God that I have not broken my oath to the woman I love best, that I would

not speak one word to a Christian" (p o 205).

In all of these adventures, Peredur proves himself to be a worthy

representative of the code of chivalry.

However, in order to fulfill the

prophecies made about him, he must be more than just a chivalrous knight.
Consequently, the author picks up a thread of the story which had, to this
point, seemingly been forgotten -- the events at the castle of Peredur's

second uncle involving the appearance of the bleeding lance and the salver.

Peredur does not associate these objects with the spear of Longinus or the

holy chalice from the Last Supper; here the lance and salver are associated

with a vengeance quest and a devastation myth.

As in the previous cases,
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Peredur is totally unaware of the suffering caused by his failure to inquire
into the meaning of the sights he witnessed at his uncle's castle.

After

all, he was following his first uncle's advice, and he was given no indica
tion by his second uncle that he should have behaved otherwise.

he is blamed.

Nevertheless,

One evening as Peredur, Gwalchmai, and several other knights

are gathered at Arthur's court at Caer Llion, there enters a hideous maiden
riding upon a mule.

She greets Arthur and all of his household, except

Peredur; then turning to him, she says,
"Peredur, I greet thee not, for thou does not merit it.

fate when she bestowed favour and fame upon thee.

Blind was

When thou

comest to the court of the Lame King, and when thou sawest there
the squire bearing the sharpened spear
besides .

of them,

and other marvels

thou didst not ask after their meaning nor the cause

And hadst thou asked, the king would have had health and

his kingdom peace.

But henceforth strife and battle, and loss of

knights, and women left widowed, and maidens without succour, and

that all because of thee" (p. 218).

On hearing this accusation, Peredur vows that he will not rest until he has

unraveled the mystery and rid himself of guilt.

Once more he leaves Arthur's

court to assuage the suffering which he has caused.

At the same time that

Peredur begins his quest, Gwalchmai, too, sets out on an adventure, one also
mentioned by the hideous maiden.

According to this unusual newsbearer, a

maiden lies besieged in her mountain castle and "whoever might relieve it

would win the highest renown in the world11 (p. 218).
accepts the challenge.

Gwalchmai promptly

By juxtaposing the two adventures, the author calls

attention to the ascendancy of Peredur's quest.

True to the chivalric code,

Gwalchmai prepares to aid a maiden in distress and, thereby, to win further
renown for himself.

Peredur, on the other hand, sets forth to relieve the

afflictions of an entire kingdom, and he does so out of a sense of duty be

cause he, whether justly or unjustly, has been accused of promulgating

disaster.

Furthermore, the fact that he and he alone can fulfill this quest

attests to his pre-eminence in the order of knighthood.

The quest itself

involves a series of strange adventures in which Peredur must overcome fan
tastic, evil monsters.

Not until the very end, however, does Peredur finally
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learn the meaning of all that has befallen him.

The hideous maiden appears

to him in her true form, that of a yellow-haired youth, and explains that
the head on the salver was that of a cousin slain by the witches of Caer
Loyw and that it had been prophesied that he would overcome all the evil
and avenge his cousin's death.

Finally, Peredur is absolved of his guilt

and, in seeking absolution, has proven himself to be the greatest of knights.
In the course of the story, the author develops the character of the

hero through three stageso

sents Peredur's adolescence.

The first, the period of the Great Fool, repre
During this period Peredur commits all sorts

of gaucheries and displays his youthful impetuosity, but, at the same time,

especially through his physical prowess, he shows great promise of the man
that he will become. The second stage, the period of his and Gwalchmai's
knightly adventures, represents his young manhood.

During this period,

Peredur evidences that he has learned well the ways of chivalry by displaying

the characteristics held in high esteem by the members of the Round Table.

The final stage, the period of his final quest, represents Peredur's attain

ment of maturityo

Here Peredur rises above the abilities of the other

knights, even Gwalchmai, and fulfills his prophesied ascendancy.

In devel

oping all three stages, the Peredur author draws heavily from the folklore

tradition, especially with regard to the fantastic adventures of the two

knights; however, he manages always to incorporate within these adventures

the medieval conventions of chivalry and courtly love and, thus, to draw

his hero from the region of Celtic folklore to the realm of medieval romance.

Chapter II: The Responsible Christian

Turning next to Chrttien's Perceval or Li Contes del Graal, one is

immediately aware of a change in emphasis.

Where the Peredur author takes

a basically pagan tale and adds to it certain chivalric conventions to make
it more palatable to his audience, Chrttien takes a similar tale and begins

to create not just a romance in the chivalric tradition, but a story inter
woven with moral and religious significance.

How this shift in emphasis

came about remains purely a matter of conjecture.

Chretien himself, in his

Prologue , states that his tale is taken from a book given him by his patron,
the Count of Flanders. The change must then have occurred at some point
before Chrltien's poem was written.

In his book Medieval Romances, Loomis

suggests that the change may well have come about through a simple error in

translation or transcription.

According to Loomis, there existed a number

of Celtic legends which contain elements of the Grail legend.

One such legend

tells the story of a certain King Bran of North Wales, who was noted for his
hospitality:

He possessed a horn which produced whatever drink or food one
desired -- a counterpart to the dish of plenty.

Translated into

French, the word horn in the nominative case would be corz or

�• and since drinking horns were not common in France, it
would suggest cors,
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body. 1'

The Corpus Chris ti, the Body of

Christ, was credited in Chretien's time with miraculous nutritive

Once miraculous dish and miraculous wafer were associated,
no wonder that one became a receptacle for the other, even in
defiance of ecclesiastical ordinance and good sense.9
powers,

Loomis offers one possible explanation for the shift in emphasis, but however

it occurred, it is definitely evident in Chre'tien's poem.

In his Prologue, Chretien states that his intention in writing Li Contes

del Graal is "to rhyme the best tale, by the command of the Count, that may

be told in the royal court 11 lO and that this tale is The Story of the Grail.
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What exactly does he mean and why is this story "the best tale • • • that

may be told"?

,,.

Because Chretien died before finishing his tale, it is impos-

sible to know what he intended; consequently, there have been many possible

answers offered.

Vida Scudder, for example, calls Chre'tien's Perceval "a

clean-cut study that might almost be taken as a manual of knightly education. 1111
On the other extreme, Leonardo Olschki, in his The Grail Castle and Its

Mysteries, suggests that one must view Chre'tien's tale "as a dream between

heresy and faith, damnation and redemption, with the final victory assured
for the latter • • • [in order to] understand the poet's true purpose. 1112

Perhaps Chretien's purpose lies somewhere in between these two extremes or
in a combination of the two.

Perhaps Chre'tien was attempting to create a

kind of knightly manual, an exemplum of sorts.

Within this framework, he

would tell the story of how a totally ignorant boy rises slowly and pain-

fully, but nonetheless surely, to excel in every aspect of knightly behavior,
including the religious.

Basically, Chretien's story of Perceval follows the same plot as the

first part of the Peredur; however, Chr�tien does expand the tale and places

more emphasis on Perceval's responsibility for his actions.

In the opening

lines, although Perceval's ignorance and naivete are apparent, Chre'tien

stresses Perceval's insensitivity and impetuosity.

For example, when Perceval

meets the knights coming through the Waste Forest, one of the knights tries

to question him concerning the whereabouts of some knights and ladies who

may have gone before them.

Instead of answering the question, Perceval

counters with an interminable number of questions of his own, only deigning
to answer when his own curiosity is satisfied.

Perceval then returns to

his mother's house "where his mother had her heart grieving and black because

of his delay" (p. 11).

Once more, Chre'tien e mphasizes Perceval's insensi

tivity and lack of respect.

When his mother asks him where he has been, he

interrupts and tells her to be quiet.

He the n informs her that he has just

seen creatures who "are fairer • • • than God or all His angels" (p. 11),

and that these creatures are called knights.

Here Perceval shows not only

a lack of respect for his mother, but also a lack of revere nce toward God.

At this news, his mother faints, but when she revives, she tries to explain
to Perceval why she has hidden him away from the world -- a story similar

to that told in Peredur.

Perceval, totally insensitive to his mother's

feelings, as Chretien explains, "understands very little of what his mother
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is saying":
"Give me," says he, ''something to eat�

I don't know of what you

speak to me, but I should very willingly go to the king who makes
knights.

And I shall go, no matter whom it may worry" (p. 13).

Once Perceval's mother is convinced that her son will leave in spite of her

entreaties, she, as in Peredur, tries to offer him some advice.

Here, how

She tells him to aid ladies in distress and to

ever, her advice is sound.

refrain from doing anything to annoy a ladyo

or some token, he may take it.

If the lady offers him a kiss

She advises him always to inquire the name

of a companion, "for by the name one knows the man" (p 0 15). Finally, she
adds that, 1'above everything," he must be sure to pray in any church or

minster which he passes.

Obviously, Chretien does not intend that the reader

should blame Perceval's mother for giving him unsound advice.

Instead, he

re-emphasizes Perceval's selfishness and insensitivity, for he relates how
after leaving his mother, Perceval turns back and sees that she has fallen

and "[lies] in a faint as though she [has] fallen dead" (p. 16).

of going back, Perceval whips his horse with a switch and leaves.

Instead

Similarly, in relating the incident of the maiden at the pavillion,

Chre'tien places the blame more strongly on Perceval's insensitivity than

his ignorance.

The maiden does not, in this rendering, give anything to

Perceval willingly; rather he takes food, ring, and kiss by force in spite
of her weeping and protestso

In addition, Perceval's actions indicate that

he has paid no attention to his mother's advice, or at least has heard only
what he wanted to hear.

Thus Perceval proceeds on his way, committing blun

der upon blunder and heeding only his own selfish ends. At Arthur's court,
as in the Peredur, Perceval slays the knight who has insulted the queen, but

once again Chretien stresses the fact that Perceval commits this act only for

his own purpose -- to gain the arms of the Red Knight -- and he also shows

Perceval once more shunning good advice when a courteous knight named Yonez

tries to convince him to remove his peasant's clothes before donning the
Red Knight's armor 0

On the other hand, Chre"tien does includ e the prophecies

concerning Perceval's future greatness, which are delivered here not by two
dwarves, but by a maiden and a fool.

Also, as in Peredur, this pair suffers

at the hands of Keu (Kay) and Perceval vows to avenge them.
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The story now turns to Perceval's knightly training.

As in Peredur,

Perceval leaves Arthur's court with only the trappings of a knight and he
must be taught their use.

Chrttien assigns this task to only one teacher,

however, and there is nothing magical involved in the training.

Perceval's

mentor is one Gornernant de Goort, a worthy gentleman, who like the first
In

uncle in Peredur teaches Perceval the use of both arms and manners.

teaching him proper manners, Gornernant reiterates much of what Perceval's

mother has already advised him, especially to remember to "go willingly to

the minster to pray to Hirn who made everything, that He have mercy on your

soul and that in this earthly world He protect you as His Christian" (p. 39).
Gornernant knights Perceval, admonishing him as he does so "that he has given
him with the sword the highest order that God has made and commanded, this

is the order knighthood which should be without villainy" (p. 39).

This

definition of knighthood as an order ordained by God is entirely absent from

Peredur, though of course upholding the teachings of the Church is a part of

the chivalric code.

However, Chretien's emphasis on the religious nature of

knighthood and his earlier evidence that Perceval has little understanding

of and shows little respect for things religious provide a clear indication

of the direction in which Chretien's story is headed.

Chr�tien's Perceval

must become a true servant of the Christian faith before he will reach his

full maturity as a knight.

When Perceval leaves Gornernant's castle, he has resolved to go in search

of his mother to see how she has fared since his departure, an indication
that he is beginning to think of someone besides himself.

his knig htly training is put to the test.

As he proceeds,

In the episode involving

Blanche flor, Gornemant's niece, Perceval demonstrates that he has indeed
learned some valuable lessons since leaving his mother.

Belrepeire, the

castle of Blancheflor, is under siege by one Clarnadeu des Isles, who is
trying to force the lovely Blancheflor to marry him.

The story Chrltien

relates concerning Perceval's part in lifting the siege is very similar to
that told in Peredur.

Perceval fights for justice for the oppressed.

He

shows proper conduct toward the Lady Blancheflor and her vassals and grants

mercy to those he overthrows in combat.

After setting things in order at

Belrepeire, Perceval once more goes in search of his mother.

Chretien stresses

the fact that in leaving Belrepeire, Perceval acts unselfishly:
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He who had delivered from him the land and the maiden, his friend
Blancheflor, beside her takes his ease and delight.

The whole

land would have been his, if it pleased him not to have his heart
elsewhere, but another thing holds him more.

He remembered again

his mother whom he saw fall in a faint, and he has a desire to go
see her greater than any other thing (p. 63).

So Perceval leaves Blancheflor, and as he proceeds on his way, Chrftien

states that "He does not stop praying Lord God the sovereign Father that

He give him to find his mother full of life and health, if it is agreeable
to His will" (p. 65) o

Next Chretien relates the adventure of the Grail Castle, and it is here

that the story diverges most extensively from the tale told in the Peredur.

As Perceval travels, he comes to a river and sees two men in a boato
them if there is some means by which he can ford the river.

He asks

Upon learning

that there is not, he inquires if there is some place in the vicinity where
he can spend the nighto One of the men, later revealed to be the lame Fisher
King, directs him to a valley which is his home.

When Perceval reaches the

hill overlooking the valley, he sees nothing and begins to curse the fisher

man, but suddenly a marvelous castle appears as if by magic.

Approaching

the castle, he receives a cordial welcome and is guided at once into the

presence of the Fisher King.

As Perceval sits talking with the lame king,

a youth appears, bearing a precious swordo

The king gives the sword to

Perceval with these words; "Fair lord, this sword was judged and destined
for you, and I wish very much that you have it; gird it on, and draw it"
(p o 68).

Following the king's instructions, Perceval finds that, indeed,

from the way in which the sword fits his grasp, it appears to have been

made especially for him.

Furthermore, this inciden t provides additional

foreshadowing of Perceval's destined greatness.
Now the Grail procession begins,

There still appears a lance dripping

blood, but there have been added two golden candelabra, a silver tray, and
a j eweled grail containing the host
not a salver containing a severed

Perceval, curious about what he sees, wishes to ask whom they serve
with the Grail, but remembering Gornemant's inj unction against loquacity
and not wanting to appear foolish before his host, he holds his t ongue,
head.
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thinking that he will ask some squire before leaving the next morning.

In

the Welsh tale, Peredur's uncle enjoins him to refrain from asking questions;
however, Perceval's mentor merely cautions him that it is impolite to talk
too much.

Consequently, Chr�tien once more appears to place the blame on

Perceval alone.

He even interjects the following personal comment into the

narrative: "I fear that there may be harm in that [not asking], because I
have heard it related that one can just as well keep silent too much as

speak too much, after all'' (p. 70).

Perceval does not ask the necessary

question out of selfish pride and lack of understanding.

learns too late what he has done.

The next day he

When he leaves the castle, which now seems

deserted, he meets his cousin who explains his transgression and the reason

for it:
Wretched Perceval, how unfortunate you were then when you did not
ask all this, for you would have bettered so much the good king

who is maimed, for he would have wholly regained his limbs and
would hold his land, and so great good would come of it.

know that great trouble will you and others have of it.

But now
For the

sin toward your mother, know this, for she died for grief of you,

has it happened to you (p. 76).

Through his sinfulness, Perceval has caused grief to himself and others, and

he is responsible for those sins, Chr:tien points out, even if they are
committed through ignorance.

The remainder of Li Contes del Graal follows, for the most part, the

story line of Peredur.

Perceval rights the wrong he has caused the maiden

of the pavillion to suffer and takes his vengeance on Keu for striking the
maiden and the fool who had predicted Perceval's greatness.

Then, as before,

the "loathly maiden" arrives to chastise J?erceval for his behavior at the
Grail Castle, and the hero vows, as the author relates,

that he will not be in a hostel two nights in all his life, nor

will he hear news of strange passage without going there to pass,

nor of knight who is worth more than another knight or more than

two, without going to combat him, until he knows of the grail whom
they serve with it, and until he has found the lance which bleeds,
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and until the proven truth is told him why it bleeds; never will

he leave it for any pain (p. 99).

The story now turns to the adventures of Gawain, and a period of five

years elapses before the hero again appears.

The author relates that, al

though Perceval has kept his vow and performed many great feats of arms,

during these years he has forgotten God and done only evil.

The day of

Perceval's reappearance in the narrative is Good Friday, and as the hero

rides through a forest, fully armed, he meets three knights and some ladies

who come on foot, doing penance for their sins.

One of the knights admonishes

Perceval for not showing proper observance of the holy day and sends him along
to a nearby hermit for counseling.

The hermit proves to be Perceval's uncle,

his mother's brother and also brother to the king who is served from the

Grail.

Like Perceval's cousin earlier, the hermit explains to him that he

has suffered and been the cause of suffering because of his sin toward his

The holy man advises Perceval that he must repent and do penance for
that stn. Chrltien reports that Perceval readily agrees to the hermit's

mother.

proposal;

Thus, he remained and heard the service and rejoiced much.

After

the service he adored the Cross and wept for his sins and repented

heavily, and was thus quite peaceful • • " Perceval recognized
that God on Friday received death and was crucified; at Easter

Perceval received communion very worthily (p. 134).
/

Chretien's tale of Perceval ends here; what remains of Li Contes del Graal
contains only further adventures of Gawain. Obviously, Chr�tien intended to

have Perceval make amends for his sinfulness; however, as Vida Scudder states,
''The master's hand was stayed by death just as his hero seemed at the point
of entering a deeper, more mystical region,1113 and Perceval's final triumph
was left to other writers who followed Chr�tien's lead.

Chapter III: The Grail King

Approximately twenty years after the death of Chre'tien, a German author

named Wolfram von Eschenbach completed his own version of the story of

Perceval.

Whether or not Chr6tien's Perceval was the primary source of

Wolfram's Parzival has been a much debated issue over the years.

Clearly a

major portion of Wolfram's poem, from Book III to the middle of Book XIII,
follows closely the story Chr6tien presents in his work, but what of the

remainder of Parzival?

Henry Kratz, in his comprehensive stu dy of Parzival,

presents the following comment:

The first two books and the last three and a half have no counter
part in Chrestien work.

Wolfram asserts that his sourc e is not

Chrestien, but a mysterious Kyot.

If such was the case, then Kyot

and Chrestien must have had a common source, or one must have
borrowed from the other.14

The fact that no scholar has thus far been able to find any traces of this

mysterious Kyot does not rule out the possibility that he might have existed;
however, it has led many Parzival researchers to consider Wolfram himself as

the originator of the additions to the Perceval story found in his poem.

Obviously, no answer to this puzzle is likely to be forthcoming, but one

aspect of the Parzival can safely be attributed solely to the genius of

Wolfram -- the magnificen t structural precision of the work which Vida Scudder
names "the most remarkable poem of the Middle Ages before Dante.1115

.,,

Wolfram's Parzival has been labeled a secular continuation of Chretien's

Perceval.

Nevertheless, the secularism of Parzival does not preclude a

religious basis just as secular life in the Middle Ages did not preclude, but

rather presupposed, a religious basis.

In medieval belief, order was all

important and that order was established by God.

ing man, had its place.

Each aspect of life, includ

Each man was consigned by birth to a certain link in
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the chain of being, and it was his duty to fulfill his purpose, which was

governed by his heritage.
to his belief in order.

The structural precision of Wolfram's poem attests

Indeed, Vida Scudder comments that "Wolfram educed

a beautiful unity from a confused mass of elements11 l6 in creating his master
piece.

Scudder further suggests that the object of Wolfram's poem was "to

trace [Parzival's] growth through penitence to purity. 11 17

This statement is

quite true insofar as it goes; however, it does not fully explain the struc

tural complexity of this poem and the relationship of this structure to
Wolfram's purpose.

In an article concerning the parentage of Parzival,

Eleanor Kutz provides some insight into this relationship.

Early in the

article, Kutz states that "much of Parzival's way is determined by the herit

age of his parents, which places him in the courtly Arthurian family on his

father's side and the religious Grail family on his mother's. 11 18 Such is
also the case to some extent in Peredur and Perceval; however, Wolfram makes
much greater use of this concept than either of the earlier writers.

Because

of his heritage, not only must Parzival attain ascendency in each of these

worlds, the courtly and the religious, but he must also effect an harmonious
blending of these worlds in order to achieve his destiny.

In addition he

must remain in harmony with the natural world of which all mankind is a part.
The complex, but successful, structural interweaving found in Wolfram's poem
provides a parallel to the blending which must occur in Parzival's life.
The main purpose of Wolfram's poem then, as Kutz implies in her article, is

to demonstrate how one must integrate the natural, the courtly, and the reli
gious in order to reach the highest level of achievement, here signified by

Parzival's attainment of the Grail.19

The first two books of the Parzival are devoted to Parzival's parents,
most particularly his father Gahmuret. Both Peredur and Pe rcival make refer

ence to the boy's father, but neither gives such a detailed account as Wolfram.
Parzival's paternal heritage is an impressive one, for Gahmuret is invincible
in combat and his courtly behavior is impeccable.

In addition, the story of

the adventures of Gahmuret foreshadows much of Parzival's own story.

For

example, as Kutz explains, Gahmure t's journey from the court of Belacane, a
heathen, to the court of Herzeloyde, a Christian, parallels Parzival's own

journey from the court of Arthur to the court of the Grail, in both cases a
journey from a lower to a higher court in the medieval point of view.20 Many
other parallels occur throughout the poem; however, in each case, Parzival's
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attainments overreach those of his father. This fact i, of course, due to
Parzival's maternal heritage, his relationship to the Grail family.
The basic story of Parzival's rise to maturity, as told in Books III

through XIII, is very similar to that told by Chrftien; however, there exist

some subtle changes or additions which, in many cases, heighten the effect of

Parzival's actions.

The familial relationships of the characters represent

For example, through his father's family, Parzival is
related to Ither, the Red Knight whom he slays at Arthur's court in order to
one such addition o

acquire the knight's armor.

The fact that Parzival slays his kinsman, even

unknowingly, intensifies the malignancy of his actions.

Another such relation

ship is that between Parzival and Gawan.

In Wolfram's poem, the two are not

maternal heritage in the hero's destiny.

The adventures of Gawan, along with

just comrades-in-arms, but cousins, again stemming from Gahmuret's family.
Wolfram uses this relationship to emphasize the importance of Parzival's

the esteem in which he is held by Arthur's court, indicate that this knight

is the epitome of the chivalric order.

The fact that he and Parzival, as in

Peredur and Perceval, become close friends and are evenly matched in valor
attests to Parzival's attainments on the courtly level. However, while Gawan
has attained his destiny at this point, that is, lived up to his heritage,
Parzival has not. Another change which Wolfram imposes on his poem is the
attitude towards love.

In Chre"tien's poem, both Perceval and Gawain fall in

and out of love a number of times.

The courtly love tradition is ever-present.

This tradition is not entirely absent in Parzival; however, Wolfram's attitude

toward love is infinitely less courtly than Chretien's.

The major love

affairs in Parzival all end in marriage, and marital fidelity becomes a major
theme in this work. In fact, this fidelity on Parzival's part is one of the
main factors which proves him worthy to become king of the Grail castle.
In order to see clearly Wolfram's plan and to indicate more precisely

the changes in the character Parzival from the earlier Peredur and Perceval,
it will once more be necessary to observe the hero as he undergoes the three

Eleanor Kutz labels and defines these stages: the
first is "the Naturstand, marked by the teachings of Herzeloyde, which are

stages of his development.

neither specifically courtly nor specifically Christian"; the second is "the

Gesetzstand, marked by the courtly teachings of Gurnemanz"; and the third is
"the Gnadenstand, marked by the Christian teachings of Trevrizent."21 Each

of these stages, in turn, corresponds with the three "worlds" which Parzival
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must integrate in order to reach his goal.

Furthermore, at each stage

P arzival commits a sin for which he must atone before he will be worthy of

the Grail.

The first stage of Parzival's development corresponds closely in plot

to the tales of both the Peredur author and Chr�tien; however, once again
the advice of his mother differs somewhat:

On untrodden ways you must beware of dark fords; where they

are shallow and clear, there ride boldly in.

You must be polite and give people your greeting.

If a man grey with age is willing to teach you behavior, as

he well knows how to do, you must follow him willingly and not show
him temper.

Son, bear this in mind: wherever you can win a good woman's
ring and greeting, take them; it will set you free from care. You
must make haste to kiss her and clasp her tight in your embrace.
That brings happiness and a stout spirit, if she is chaste and
good.22

Like Perceval's mother, Herzeloyde gives her son sound advice.

Unlike Perceval's

mother, however, Herzeloyde does not caution Parzival to say his prayers, and
she amends the advice concerni_ng ladies: happiness in love comes only if the
object of one's love is "chaste and good."

On the whole, Herzeloyde's advice

is extremely practical and stems from common sense, not any superimposed set

of rules like the chivalric code.

Adherence to these tenets will enable

Parzival to move forward in the natural world and will prepa re him for entrance i nto the chivalric world. However, Parzival possesses two character

istics which impede his progress: he is headstrong and selfish.

Parzival's

willfulness causes him to heed only what he chooses of his mother's good advice

and, of course, leads him into trouble.

Parzival's selfishness produces even

graver consequences; as in Perceval, this trait results in great suffering for
others.

Actually, these two traits are, in many ways, the cause of Parzival's

error in each realm, the natural, the courtly, and the religious. In the
natural realm, before Parzival reaches Arthur's court, these characteristics
bring about the death of his mother and the humiliation and mistreatment of

Jeschute, the maiden of the pavillion.
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When Parzival reaches Arthur's court, he enters the courtly realm; how

ever, since at this point he has not yet learned to use the common sense of

the natural world, he cannot possibly function appropriately in a world gov

erned by the chivalric code.

Almost immediately upon his arrival, Parzival

commits the sin against the realm of chivalry: he slays Ither, the Red Knight o

Unlike his counterpart in both Peredur and Perceval, this knight is a much

loved and highly renowned scion of the Arthurian family tree, and although

he too has offered a challenge to Arthur's court, Wolfram implies that Ither
has a reasonable and just cause for his challenge. On the other hand, Parzival's
only reason for fighting Ither is his selfish desire for the Red Knight's

armor.

Wolfram even has Arthur offer Parzival comparable equipage, but
Parzival refuses. Once again, through his willfulness and selfishness, this
foolish young man causes anguish and suffering, not only for Ither, but for
the members of the court who hold Ither in such high regard. Through his

actions Parzival also injures his own reputation, for he is now regarded as
not only foolish, but also unchivalrous. This sullied reputation follows him
wherever he journeys in the Arthurian realm,

Parzival 1 s visit to the castle of Gurnemanz de Graharz marks his first
step toward success in the world of chivalry and in integrating the first

two realms, for he now begins to heed his mother's advice.

Seeing the older

man resting beneath a tree, Parzival recalls his mother's words and greets

him; ''My mother told me to accept advice from any man having grey hair.
will serve you for it, since that is what my mother said" (p. 90),

As in

I

Perceval, this teacher instructs Parzival in both the use of arms and courtly

etiquette; however, Gurnemanz's lessons are far more extensive than Gornemant's,
especially with regard to the chivalric code itself. Like his predecessor,
Gurnemanz advises Parzival to be merciful and warns him not to ask too many
questions; he also offers him advice concerning women. This advice implies

the usual courtly ideal of treatin g ladies honorably, but in addition it in
cludes an explanation of the basic Christian concept of marriage:

Husband and wife are one, as are the sun that shone today and the

thing called day itself; neither can be separated from the other;
they bloom from a single seed (p. 95).
This explanation, coupled with the earlier advice of his mother, will form
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the groundwork for Parzival's understanding of the nature of true love and
the responsibilities entailed by such a love.

It is also at Gurnemanz's

castle that Parzival encounters his first experience with female companion

ship.

The lovely Liaze, Gurnemanz's daughter, befriends Parzival.

Their

friendship is quite innocent and proper-; moreover, it awakens in Parzival

an important aspect of his paternal heritage, the desire to gain a good
At the conclusion of their fourteen-day idyll, Wolfram

woman's favor.

states that Parzival's "heart was troubled by just one thing: he wanted to
have fought better before enjoying the warmth of what they term 'a lady's

arms.'

He felt that noble striving was a lofty goal both in this life and

yonder" (p. 97).

At Parzival's departure from the castle of Gurnemanz, Wolfram emphasizes

the young knight's growing maturity; Parzival leaves "bearing knightly ways

now and the looks of a knight" (p. 99).

Wolfram offers irrefutable evidence

of the hero's growth in Book IV, the story of Condwiramurs.

In basic plot,

this story is merely a retelling of the corresponding tales from both Peredur

and Perceval concerning the hero's rescue of the maiden from the wicked earl.

However, in Parzival this account has much greater significance.

all, Wolfram stresses Parzival's courage in entering the castle.

First of

In order

to reach the castle, Parzival must cross a "wicker work" drawbridge under
which f lows a river whose "water rushed like arrows" (p. 100).

In addition,

the bridge is guarded by sixty knights who shout and wave their swords, making

so much commotion that Parzival's horse refuses to cross the bridge. Wolfram

states that "A coward's spirit would have sickened at approaching such odds
of battle" (p. 100), but Parzival, "from whom cowa rdice ever fled" (p. 100),
dismounts and leads his horse across the rickety, dangerous bridge.

Next

Wolfram emphasizes Parzival's unselfishness in fighting for the beautiful
Condwiramurs.

Once he is within Pelrapeire, Parzival observes the horrible

conditions there.

The people are starving, and most of the knights are so

emaciated and battle-weary that they can hardly be ex pected to repel an

attack.

The conditions within the castle walls are such that Parzival can

anticipate no material reward for his actions.

In addition, Parzival still

believes himself to be in love with Liaze; ther efore, even though the Lady

Condwiramurs is very beautiful, she offers no temptation in the physical

sense.

Wolfram, in fact, places great emphasis on the chaste behavior of

Parzival and the lovely Condwiramurs.

The author relates how, after every

one has retired for the night, Condwiramurs creeps unattended into Parzival's
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chamber:
Distress of war and the deaths of dear supporters had forced her

heart to break and her eyes to wake, and she came now, not for such

love as gains the name of changing maids to women, but for help and

a friend's advice

• Her way took her up to [Parzival's] bed,
and there before him, on the carpet, she knelt down. Neither he
nor the queen had any notion of passionate love.

So great was the maiden's grief that many tears flowed from

her eyes upon young Parzival, and he heard the sound of her weeping

so that he awoke and gazed upon her.

The young man raised himself up and said to the queen, "Lady,

are you mocking me?

You should kneel this way only to God.

Be

so kind as to sit down here beside me • • • or lie here where I

was lying.

Let me lie wherever I can."

She said, "If you will do yourself honor and show such modera

tion toward me as not to wrestle with me, I shall lie here right

beside you."

Truce was at once declared by him and she crept into bed (p. 106).

As they lie together in Parzival's bed, Condwiramurs tells Parzival her great
troubles and, in compassion, he promises, "You shall be defended by my hand

as far as in my power lies" (p. 107).

Hugh Sacker, in An Introduction to

Wolfram's Parzival, suggests that the behavior of the pair "expresses their
spiritual harmony . o • there is no place in the nature of either of them for
casual eroticism.1123 Wolfram offers further evidence of this aspect of their

natures, as well as their unselfishness, after the battle is won. Now Cond
wiramurs offers herself in marria ge to Parzival, and he, having proven himself

However, both put aside their personal concerns to
see to the needs of the starving townspeople first, and Par zival himself doles
worthy of love, accepts.

When Parzival and Condwiramurs are wed, their union is one in
which, as Sacker points out, "the flesh is the willing servant of the spirit
[one which] will withstand every test and eventually find acceptance at
Munsalvaesche [the Grail castle].1124 Finally, Wolfram establishes the fact
out the food.

that, in this instance, Parzival has succeeded in bringing "the knowledge of
one level
to the next. 1125 By following the advice of both his mother
O

•

•
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and Gurnemanz, Parzival is able to succeed at Pelrapiere.

Once he has

achieved this plateau, the successful blending of the first two realms, he

is ready to prove his worth as a chivalrous knight.

takes much the same form as in Peredur and Perceval.

In Parzival, this proof
With his wife's bless

ing, the hero leaves Pelrapeire to seek tidings of his mother.

Before Parzival has the opportunity to establish securely his position

as a great chivalrous knight and, thus, the true heir to his parental heritage,

he commits his third sin, the failure to ask the appropriate question at the
Grail castle.

Once more, as in the story of Condwiramurs, Wolfram introduces

some changes which add to the significance of the tale.

For example, the

Grail realm, although essentially associated with the spiritual world, also

serves an integral function in the secular world. As Peter Salus observes,
"the king [of Munsalvaesche] may take a wife named by the Grail, and the other

knights may be required to leave the Grail and marry the queen of some lord
less land • • • as Grail maidens may be summoned to marry Christian kings."26
Through this addition, Wolfram sets a precedent for the integration of the

courtly and the spiritual realms in Parzival's life.

Similarly, the change

in the Grail itself signifies such an integration, for in Wolfram's poem, the
Grail supplies sustenance for all inhabitants of Munsalvaesche, not just for
the G.rail king.

This sustenance takes the form of all sorts of food and drink,

not just the single host of Chrltien's Grailo

the form of the Grail o

There also occurs a change in
Wolfram's Grail is a marvelous stone, lapis exilis.

In his book The Development of Arthurian Romance, Roger Sherman Loomis makes
a very interesting observation about this change:
There is evidence that [Wolfram] had read a famous Latin work, the

Journey of Alexander the Great to Paradise.

There he would have

found a lapis, described as exilis ("small, paltry").

This stone,

the size of a human eye, was sent to Alexander from the gate of
Paradise to teach him humility and the vanity of worldly glory

0

[thus] the stone is -- in one aspect at least
a symbol of humil27
ity • • • one of the virtues which Parzival needed to learn.
When Parzival sits at supper with Anfortas, the F isher King, his pride in his

newly acquired status as a chivalrous knight is one of the main causes of his
failure to ask the required question; he fears that he will appear foolish
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and ignorant before his host and the magnificent assemblage of Munsalvaesche.
Parzival's reticence, so Wolfram implies throughout Book V, is a result of
his immaturity o

When Parzival leaves Munsalvaesche, he encounters his cousin Sigune,

who informs him that, because of his failure to ask the proper question, he

has "lost [his] honor and [his] knightly fame" (p. 139).

Parzival feels

great remorse at her reproach, and he tells Sigune that he wishes to "make

atonement" for his error o

However, Sigune can offer Parzival no advice; thus,

he continues on his journey.

The sin which Parzival commits at the Grail
castle belongs to the Grail realm. Therefore, before he can make atonement

for this sin, he must first expiate his earlier transgressions, which belong

to the two lower realms.

Here the plot follows closely Chrttien's story,

and, having championed Jeschute and vanquished Keu, Parzival arrives once

more at Arthur's courto

The queen formally forgives him for the slaying of

Ither, and he is welcomed into the brotherhood of the Round Table.

Parzival has proven his right to be called the son of Gahmuret.

At last

Wolfram now turns to the final stage of Parzival's development. In his
book ori. Parzival, Hugh Sacker states that "This wisdom Parzival at first lacks

is twofold: he is ignorant of the ways of chivalry and has but a superficial
1128 Now th at Parziva
· ·
.
understanding
of re1 1g1ono
· 1 has become know1 edgeable in
·

the first area, he must begin his lessons in the second and, through this
knowledge, seek to realize his maternal heritage. Thus, Sacker explains,

At the very moment of his Arthurian triumph Cundrie, the messenger
from the Grail, proclaims him unworthy.

He has failed in the task

imposed on him by his maternal heritage, failed to redeem Anfortas
and himself become Grail king • • • Moreover, Cundrie's pronounce

ment that Parzival's failure at the Grail renders him unfit even
to be a member of the Round Table, and his voluntary withdrawal

from this company, show that for him at least . o • the spheres of

chivalry and religion cannot be kept apart • • o It is the task of

Parzival to explore the religious found ation of Christian chivalryo29
However, as Parzival prepares to leave, he renounces his faith in God and

places all his faith in his wife.

Nevertheless, Wolfram, foreshadowing what

is to come, links Parzival with both his father and his mother: "Away rode
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the son of Gahmuret • • • The act of knighthood will be practiced unceasingly

by him whom Herzeloyde bore, co-heir to the Grail for which he strives" (p. 179).

For many months Parzival struggles unaided, searching for a way back to
the Grail castle, and during this period he remains firm in his renunciation
of God until he once more encounters his cousin Sigune.

Sigune has a much

more prominent role in Parzival than her counterpart, Perceval's female cousin
in Chrltien's Percevalo In both works, this cousin apprises the hero of his

sinfulness; however, in Parzival Sigune serves as both a guide for her cousin
and a symbol of fidelity in love. Unlike Perceval's cousin, Sigune is not
married, only betrothed. In both stories, the hero avenges the death of his

cousin's ami; however, in the earlier account, Perceval forces the vanquished

knight to marry his cousin, while in Parzival Sigune remains faithful to her
betrothed and dies a virgino Sigune's fidelity exemplifies the nature of true
love among the members of the Grail family of which she is a parto Further
more, it is S igune who directs Parzival along the path to Munsalvaesche. When

Parzival meets Sigune, he is not yet ready for a return to the Grail castle,
as evidenced by the fact that he is attacked by o ne of the Grail knights on

his way; however, Sigune's directions lead him to a path where he encounters
an old knight and his family on pilgrimage. As in Perceval, the day is Good

Friday, and this pious knight admonishes Parzival for ridi ng fully armed on
this holy day. The knight's words cause Parzival once more to think about

God, and he decides to trust in His guidance, wherewith he relinq uishes the
reins of his horse saying, "Now go, whichever way God chooses�" (p. 243).

Once Parzival places his full trust in God, his fortunes begin to change, for
the horse leads him to the home of his uncle Trev rizent, the holy hermit.
Through Trevrizent Parzival receives instruction in the Christian faith and

In the introduction to
his translation of Parzival, Edwin Zeydel discusses the importance of Trevrizent's
learns more of the history and meaning of the Grail.

instruction:

The steps by which Trevrizent leads Parzival to true atonement • • •
show Wolfram's artistry at its best o • • Trev rizent prepares him by

speaking of the introduction of sin into the world, of the fallen
angels, of the sin of man's progenitors, of the sins of the Grail

folk and of his own, Trevrizent's, sin, and of the sin of Parzival's
kin in general. Sin thus becomes more than an act of commission or
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omission: an agent, a power with which man must reckon.

It cannot

be abolished, and therefore ethical perfection is impossible on
earth.

The Grail and its kingdom, however, the symbol of peace in

God, of practical piety and devoutness in everyday life, can indeed
be attained and can b ecome a lay ideal of life.30
In addition, Trevrizent reveals to Parzival one very important aspect of the

Grail story, the reason for Anfortas' suffering, which is not explained in

either Peredur or Perceval.

As a young man, Anfortas, the heir to the Grail

kingdom, was very proud and he sought the love of a woman not approved by

the Grail 0

In many battles he fought to win the lady's love until finally,

in a joust with a heathen who was seeking to win the Grail, he was wounded
through the testicles with a poisoned spear. Kept alive by the Grail, Anfortas
must continue to suffer until the proper heir to Munsalvaesche arrives.

heir must embody the purity in love which Anfortas lacked, a virtue which

Parzival already possesses.

This

However, he must also possess the other virtue

which Anfortas lacked, humility, and Parzival is still too proud.

In order to

acquire humility, Parzival must do penance for his sins; he must fight on the

side of justice, righting wrongs wherever he finds them until he is worthy to

take his rightful place at Munsalvaesche.

In Parzival it is only through

deeds of arms that the Grail can be attained; consequently, Parzival must now

integrate the wisdom he has gained from each stage of his development in order
to become the perfect Christian knight. As Eleanor Kutz explai ns, "knightly

service • • • must be combined with natural compassion and religious faith to
lead him to the Grail.1131 As Parzival goes forth, Wolfram notes that the power
of the Grail and of his love goes with him: "H e served both of them unwaver
ingly with the strength of his service" (p. 385). Accordingly, after proving
his worth and undergoing his penance, Parzival returns once more to

However, the simple
question which Parzival asks, ''Uncle, what is it that troubles you?" (p • 415),
as Zeydel observes, 1 'is, like the Grail, a mere outward nanifestation of some
thing far deeper.1132 Through his true compassion for others, Parzival has
Munsalvaesche to ask the question and heal Anfortas.

already proven himself worthy to carry on the heritage of the Grailo

Thus,

with the reuniting of Parzival and Condwiramurs, the cycle is completeo

The foregoing comments on Parzival provide only a partial analysis of
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Wolfram's complex structure and characterization.

As David Blamires indicates

in his book Characterization and Individuality in Wolfram's 'Parzival,' "There

is an amazing variety of characters in Parzival • • • each of them seen in
terms of his relationship with the main character of the poem.1133 Yet regard
less of its structural complexity, Roger Sherman Loomis calls Parzival "the

most intelligible and sympathetic of all medieval versions [of the Grail
quest].1134 Wolfram portrays Parzival as a human being, with human weaknesses

and strengths; he creates a character with whom one can empathize as well as

sympathize; and he relates, with warmth and humor, a tale which reveals both

knowledge and understanding of human nature.

Chapter IV: Saint Perceval

At approximately the same time that Wolfram was composing his Parzival,

a French author was writing a very different "continuation" of Chr�tien's

Perceval.

While Wolfram presents his hero's accomplishments through achieve

ment in the secular world, the author of Perlesvaus portrays his hero as a

champion of religion, a kind of messiah whose task is to establish the New
Law throughout the Arthurian world. In his article on Perlesvaus in Arthurian
Literature in the Middle Ages, William Albert Nitze explains the author's
purpose in the following manner:

The author plans to lift Arthurian romance out of the sphere of

worldly aims and desires to interpret it in the spirit of religion"
The knight who craves glory shall fight for his faith and shall

convert the heatheno

The quest of the Grail will be a successful

war waged for the Church; and the holy vessel itself will stand for

a spiritual goal which many will seek but only the perfect (chaste)
knight will attain.35
In Perlesvaus Perceval is the "perfect (chaste) knight"; he is the defender,
but not the lover, of women. In fact, although the Perlesv aus author draws

from the earlier Perceval tradition, the changes which he effects produce a
very different Perceval from the character in any of the previous works. As

Thomas Kelly points out in his article "Love in the Perlesvaus," Perceval is
a definite Christ-figure:
Thematically speaking, the Perlesvaus can be classified as a
Redemption romance.

More than a Perceval romance, even more than

being a Grail romance • • • the work tells a story of the redemption
of King Arthur's realm.36
This redemption comes about mainly because of the actions of Perceval, the
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"Good Knight," who "was chaste and virgin of his body and hardy of heart
and puissant, and so were his conditions without wickedness. 11 37

The Perlesvaus takes up the story of the Grail hero after his failure

to ask the question at the Grail castle.

The first half covers the period

from Perceval's failure to ask the question to his defeat of the king of
Castle Mortal and, as Kelly relates, "is meant to recall

• the [biblical]

period which begins with the Fall and ends with Christ's Resurrection. 1138

The second half, "from the Reconquest of the Grail Castle to the final

departure of Perlesvaus from the world .

points our attention to Christ's

Second Coming • • • to complete his messianic work. 1139

however, the character of Perceval remains static.

Throughout the work,

He is what he is first

portrayed to be, the "Good Knight," who wields his sword for Christianity.

The author even, more or less, absolves Perceval of the sin committed when
he failed to ask the Grail question.

Unlike his counterpart Trevrizent in

Parzival, the hermit uncle in Perlesvaus, speaking to Perceval of this trans

gression, suggests that his failure may well have been God's will:

Fair nephew • • • on your account fell he [King Fisherman] into
lanquishment, and, had you then gone again, so say many, then

would he have been whole, but how this might have been I know not

of a certainty.

But methinketh our Lord God willed his lanquish

ment and death, for had it been His will, you would have made the

demand, but He willed otherwise (p. 220).

In Perlesvaus Perceval does not commit a sin when he leaves his mother.

She

does not die, and seven years later he comes to her rescue and returns to live
with her and his sister after he completes his holy tasks.

Similarly, the

slaying of the knight (Ither in Parzival) with the javelin does not appear

to be a sin in the Perlesvaus.

The author does not clea rly explain the

circumstances surrounding Perceval's actions; however, the knight whom Perceval

slays, known here as the Knight of the Shadows, is the brother to Chaos the
Red, who has stolen the lands and castles belonging to the hero's mother.

This association, along with the knight's rather sinist er name, indicates

that the author intended the reader to believe that Perceval had just cause

in slaying this knight.

Another significant change which the Perlesvaus
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author makes relates to Perceval's lineage.

Perceval receives his religious

nature not only from his maternal heritage, the Grail family, but also from

his paternal heritage.
of Nichodemus.

Alain li Gros, his father in Perlesvaus, is a descendant

This signigicant alteration in ancestry can account for many

of the other modifications in Perceval's character.

If, as in Parzival, the

hero remains true to his heritage, he cannot be anything but the "Good Knight."
Because the Perlesvaus deals with the redemption of Arthur's kingdom, a

major portion of the work centers around the exploits of other great knights
of the Round Table, specifically Gawain, Lancelot, and Arthur himself.

The

Good Knight is not alone in his fight to establish and maintain the New Law.

Each of these knights goes on his own Grail quest and succeeds to a certain
extent, though none but Perceval receives the full revelation of the Grail

mysteries.

These separate quests, however, are important to the changed

image of Perceval himself.

The emphasis which the author places on the

struggles that each of these knights undergoes, often shifts the reader's

attention from the exploits of Perceval.

However, the author never allows

the reader entirely to forget the hero or the hero's purpose.

Perceval often

rides suddenly in and out of the adventures of the other knights, performing

some particularly valorous feat of arms.

At other times his latest exploits

are recounted by some other character, or he is being sought by someone for

one purpose or another so that he is never completely out of mind.

For

example, as Gawain sets forth on his own quest, he meets three damsels who

are doing penance.

One of the damsels' penance is to walk barefoot before

a "car" pulled by three white oxen.

When Gawain asks why she does not mount

the car and ride, another of the damsels explains in the following manner:
"Sir," saith she, "This shall she not, for behoveth her go not

otherwise than afoot.

But and you be so good knight as men say,

betimes will she have done her penance."
"I will tell you," saith she.

"How so?" saith Gawain.

"And it shall so be that God bring

you to the hostel of rich King Fisherman, and the most Holy Graal

appear before you and you demand unto whom is served thereof, then

will she have done her penance, and I, that am bald, shall receive
again my hair.

And so you also make not demand thereof, then will

it behove us suffer some annoy until such time as the Good Knight
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shall come and shall have achieved the Graal" (p. 27).
After receiving this information, Gawain rides along for a way with the damsels
until they come to an area that appears to have been devastated by fire.

In a

valley they see a hideous castle, and coming from within the castle, they hear

many voices crying, "Ha, God:
will he come?" (p. 28)o

What hath become of the Good Knight, and when

One of the damsels explains to Gawain that this is

the castle of the Black Hermit and that only the Good Knight can undo the evil
there and save those within. A little further on in his adventure, Gawain
comes to the home of a hermit.

There he meets another damsel who is seeking

When she asks the hermit for news of the Knight, she

tidings of Perceval.
describes Perceval:

Sir, he is the chaste knight of most holy lineage.

He hath a head

of gold, the look of a lion, the navel of a virgin maid, a heart of
steel, the body of an elephant, and without wickedness are all his

conditions (p. 34).

So the story proceeds, following the adventures of Gawain, or Lancelot, or

Arthur, but always keeping Perceval and his mission close in the reader's

attention.

Thomas Kelly explains the author's technique in this way:

It is interesting to note that Perceval, or Perlesvaus • • • appears

in the action less often and for shorter periods than Arthur, Gauvain,

and Lancelot; but the character and high deeds of these three person
ages are important less in themselves than in the relief they give

those of Perlesvaus.40

The attention of the reader is always drawn back to Perceval through the actions

of the other knights.
of King Fisherman.

For instance, both Gawain and Lancelot visit the castle
Gawain sees the Grail, but he becomes so transfixed by

what he sees that, even though he is reminded again and again, he fails to ask
the question.

On the other hand, Lancelot is not even allowed a glimpse of

the Grail because of his adulterous love for Guinevere.

cases King Fisherman asks for news of the Good Knight.

Furthermore, in both

Thus the failures of
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Gawain and Lancelot, coupled with King Fisherman's questions, reinforce
Perceval's role as the predestined savior of the Waste Land.

The portions of the story which deal with Perceval directly portray

him as a combination of St. George and the "avenging angeL"

On the one hand,

he is the champion of justice and the oppressed; on the other, he "wreaks
barbaric vengeance on his enemies,1141 as Nitze remarks. For example, when

he learns from his sister that his mother's castles have been stolen from her
and many of her knights have been slain by the Lord of the Moors, Perceval
goes at once to her rescue.

and takes him prisoner.

He meets the evil knight in combat, wounds him,

The Lord of the Moors offers to return the castles

that he has taken if Perceval will grant him his life; however, Perceval

refuses saying, "Our Lord God commanded in both the Old Law and the New, that
justice should be done upon man-slayers and traitors, and justice will I do

upon you that His commandment be not transgressed" (p 0 193).

He then proceeds

to make the punishment "fit the crime" by drowning the Lord of the Moors in

a vat filled with the blood of eleven of the Lord's own knights.

In Perlesvaus, Perceval's attainment of the Grail occurs in quite a

different way from the same achievement in Parzival.

After the defeat of the

Lord of the Moors, while Perceval is still with his mother, he learns that

King r.isherman has died and the Grail castle has been captured by the King of
This king is also Perceval's uncle, but he is evil for he
"hath made be cried throughout all the country how all they that would fain
Castle M ortal.

maintain the Old Law and abandon the New shall have protection of him • • •

and they that will not shall be destroyed" (p. 194).

Now Perceval assumes

his role as a kind of militant Christ, who has come to establish, or in this
case re-establish, the New Law.

In this guise, Perceval battles against the

forces of the Devil, like the Knight of the Dragon, who is really "no knight
but a devil and a fiend that hath issued from the borders of Hell" (p. 197).

To make his role as a Christ-figure even more pronounced, Perceval is awarded

a Golden Circlet, actually the Crown of Thorns overlaid with gold, when he

He then proceeds to a castle in which the inhabitants are
worshippers of a copper bull. There a ''Voice" tells him to force these
slays this knight.

idolaters to march out through a gate guarded on either side by two copper

As the people file through, those who are not true
believers in Christ are brained. The author relates that "Of one thousand

men with iron mallets.
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five hundred that there were, scarce but thirteen were not all slain and

brained by the iron mallets" (p. 215).

After this adventure, Perceval is

directed to the Grail castle by his uncle, the hermit.

The story of the

battle at the Grail castle is filled with Christian symbolism and miraculous

occurrences.

With the aid of a group of rather militant hermits and a lion,

Perceval recaptures the castle in the name of the New Law, and the evil King
of Castle Mortal commits suicide, ensuring his eternal damnation.
end of this section, the author makes the following comment:

Perceval had won the castle by the command of God.

At the

The Graal was

restored in the holy chapel, and the other hallows as you have heard.
The evil believe was done away from the kingdom, and all were assured

again in the New Law by the valour of the Good Knight (p. 229).
The second part of the Perlesvaus, which has no counterpart in the earlier

versions and which Kelly describes as symbolizing the Second Coming, contains

several more miraculous adventures similar to the episode at the castle of the
copper bull.

It also shows chaos breaking out in Arthur's kingdom, engendered

by war and treachery.

At one point Arthur even turns against Lancelot, his

staunchist and most loyal subject.

The author uses these occurrences to "call

to mind" the chaos prophecied in Revelation, which will signal the Second
Coming.

Before Perceval's task is complete, he must overcome the external

evils, those symbolized by the various demons whom he fights.

In addition

he must help Arthur's kingdom eradicate the internal evils, those symbolized
by the inner conflicts and sins of the knights of the Round Table.

Kelly

stresses this fact in his article:

The story can end only when the Arthurian kingdom • . • has been

entirely pacified and Christianized -- that is, brought under the

dominion of the New Law -- and only after the New Law comes to
rule the spirits as well as the lives of its subjects.42
Consequently, Perceval continues to fight.

As the author state s,

The son of the Widow Lady of his good knighthood knoweth not how
to live without travail.

He well knoweth that when he hath been
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at the Black Hermit's castle, he will in some measure have achieved
his task.

But many another thing behoveth him to do tofore, and

little toil he thinketh it, wherefore shall God be well pleased (p. 338).
Perceval's final great battle is waged against the Black Hermit.

Here once

again, Perceval's role as a Christ-figure is quite apparent, for the Black

Hermit is obviously intended to represent Satan and his defeat by Perceval

to represent Christ's final victory over the Devil.

The author describes

this evil knight as being "full tall" and seemingly "of noble lordship" (p. 372),

calling to mind the once-magnificent Lucifer.

Also, when the Black Hermit

meets his defeat at Perceval's hand, his erstwhile supporters turn on him:

And when they that were therein saw him fall, they opened the trap
door of a great pit that was in the midst of the hall.

So soon as

they had opened it, the foulest stench that any smelt ever issued
thereout.

They take their lord and cast him into this abysm and

this filth (p. 372).

Obviously, the pit signifies Hell, to which Christ will return Satan for

eternal incarceration.

Now that Perceval has defeated the Black Hennit and conquered his castle,
the last bastion of the Old Law in Arthur's kingdom, he has fulfilled his

mission.

However, before retiring from the world, Perceval executes one

final act of chivalry.

He rescues a damsel from an evil knight, and, cutting

off the knight's head, he presents it to the damsel with the following instruc

tions:

Take it, I present it to you.

And, sith that you are going to King

Arthur's court, I pray and beseech you that you carry it thither

and so salute him first for me, and tell Messire Gawain and Lancelot

that this is the last present I look ever to make them, for I think

never to see them more (p. 375).

With these words of farewell and with this final act as an example for the

knights of the Round Table to follow, Perceval retires from the world to live

with his mother and sister until their deaths.

At this time, a ship "with the
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white sail and the Red Cross thereon" (p. 377) arrives; Perceval enters the

ship and "[departs] in such wise, nor never thereafter did no earthly man
know what became of him" (p. 378).

disappears from the world.

Along with Perceval, the Grail, too,

The story of Perceval presented in Perlesvaus represents a far different

continuation of Chr�tien's Perceval than does Wolfram's story in Parzival.

Speaking of the changes which occur in the character of Perceval through the

various Grail stories, Vida Scudder explains,

The peculiar romance, Perceval le Gallois, or Perlesvaux, shows
the psychological transition.

penitent, is gone.

In this work • • • the lover, the

In his place, bearing his name, but with faint

traces only of his origin, is an ascetic figure endowed with super
natural powers and untouched by earthly passions.

The rich humanity
of the old tradition has yielded to a ghostly fascination.43

Obviously, the Perlesvaus author felt that the Grail hero should be no ordinary,
sinful mortal.

By glossing over or changing certain elements of the earlier

story, which relate to Perceval's youth, and by introducing his readers only

to the fully mature "Good Knight," the author is able to effect the alterations
in character necessitated by the changed role.

Thus, in Perlesvaus, Perceval

becomes the ascetic, contemplative, but sword-wielding champion of the True

Faith.

Chapter V: The Simple Christian

The Quest del Sainte Graal, a part of the vast compilation known as the

Prose Lancelot, was composed during the first half of the thirteenth century;
Loomis places the time of composition between 1210 and 1230.

According to

Loomis, the Quest author, probably a Cistercian monk, "[transforms] the rough

materials of chivalric fiction into an allegory of the search for God's grace.1144

Furthermore, this work marks a very significant modification in the status of

Perceval: he has been supplanted by Galahad as the principal Grail hero.

course, Galahad is Lancelot's son; and since the larger work, of which the

Of

Quest is a part, concerns Lancelot primarily, having his son become chief

aspirant to the Grail fits well into the overall context.

exists a more essential explanation for this change.

However, there

Even though in works

like Chrttien's Perceval and Wolfram's Parzival the character of Perceval had

been Christianized, his traditional ancestry was still basically pagan.

More

over, the earlier Perceval tradition contained other drawbacks, as Pauline

Matarasso indicates in the Introduction to her translation of the Quest:

Different poets had furnished • . • [Perceval] with amatory exploits

incompatible with the altered theme.

A lso his type-casting as the

naive, almost uncouth lad, whose simplicity wins him success where

others more worldly wise had come to grief, was too well established
to be tampered with.

While the author of the Quest saw fit to ignore

a part of the tradition in making Perceval chaste, he obviously felt
that the other aspects of his character were not consistent with his

own conception of the Grail hero.
of a completely new personage.45

The only solution was the creation

The fact that the Perlesvaus author's characterization of Perceval in the role

of the champion of Christianity appears not to have influe nced the author of
the Quest can also be explained.

Nitze asserts that "Judging from the number
of surviving manuscripts, the vogue of Perlesvaus was not great.1146 In addition,
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the type of militant Christianity found in the Perlesvaus is at variance
with the pacific teachings of the Cistercian order.

Consequently, even if

the Quest author were familiar with Perlesvaus, the character of Perceval

found therein would not at all have suited his concept of the Grail hero.

His diminished status notwithstanding, the Perceval of the Quest resembles

in some aspects his counterparts in the earlier works, especially Peredur.

Perceval displays a child-like simplicity which, as Matarasso observes,

"verges at times on plain stupidity

[and] leads him to gross imprudence

and in the early part of his trials to excessive and childish despair when
things go wrong.1147 For example, at the very beginning of the story, a great
stone with a sword thrust into it is found on the riverbank near Arthur's

castle.

On the pommel of the sword appears this inscription: "None shall take

me hence but he at whose side I am to hang. And he shall be the best knight
in the world.,,48 Arthur first requests Lancelot to attempt to remove the
sword.

Lancelot refuses, stating that "such presumption would be folly •

for I know well that none shall fail in the attempt but he receive some wound"
(p. 35). Next Arthur asks Gawain, who also refuses at first; however, at

Arthur's insistence, he makes an attempt and fails.

Lancelot repeats his

warning, telling Gawain that he will rue the day he touched the sword, "for

it will cut you [Gawain] to the quick" (p. 36).

Still Arthur persists in

his attempt to find the specified knight and Perceval is his next choice.
The author relates that "Perceval
[agrees] readily in order to keep

.. .

Sir Gawain company" (p. 36), even though he has been amply warned of the

consequences.

In addition to emphasizing Perceval's lack of common sense,

this episode also evidences two other traits which are reminiscent of Peredur:

stubbornness and arrogance.

The presence of these traits in Perceval's
character is reinforced in later adventures. For instance, while Perceval and

Lancelot are riding together, they meet Galahad, but neither recognizes him.

:First Lancelot and then Perceval charge at the "stranger" although he carries

a shield bearing the cross.

Both are subsequently unhorsed by Galahad, and

Perceval is "so stunned and dazed from the blow . • . that he [knows] not
whether it were day or night" (pp. 80-81), In an explanatory note, Matarasso
comments on this incident;

Perceval and Lancelot fail to recognize • . . [Galahad] not on the
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material plane alone, but because Gahahad's arms are the arms of
Christ.

Lancelot through sin and Perceval through the arrogance
of his class are both incapable of discerning the Redeemer.49
Later Perceval tries to find this "stranger" to avenge his honor.

His aunt,

an anchorite, chastizes him for his foolishness, knowing full well that the

knight whom Perceval seeks is Galahad:
"Ah�

Perceval," she exclaimed, "What are you saying?

measure yourself with him?

Would you

Are you anxious to die like your brothers,

who perished victims of their own arrogance?" (p. 95).

Only after his aunt identifies the knight for him and explains his folly in
seeking to avenge himself on this "the best knight in the world," does Perceval
desist.

This episode establishes the pattern for Perceval's behavior in his

other adventures.

He must always have everything explained, and until he does,

his impulsiveness and lack of comprehension entangle him in many difficulties.
Because Perceval lacks the ability to withstand intellectual temptations,

the tests. which he must pass in his quest for the Grail are temptations of the
flesh. Even so� the author makes it quite evident that without the Grace of

God, �erceval would have failed.

Jean Frappier, in his article on the Vulgate

Cycle, suggests that Perceval is incapable of deliberate evil and, therefore,
. unabl
·
· .
. tempted
is
e to recognize ev1 1 in others ,, 5o Consequently I when he is

by the b eautiful enchantress, even though he has been warned beforehand in

a dream and by a hermit who interprets the dream, he is unable to perceive
the evil before him. All unwittingly he falls under the enchantress' spell
and believes himself to be in love.

Just at the moment when he is about to

lose his virginity, he glances at the cross on the hilt of his sword:
Directly he saw it he came to his senses.

He made the sign of the

cross on his forehead and immediately the tent collapsed about him
and he was shrouded in a cloud of blinding smoke, while so foul a
stench pervaded everything that he thought he must be in hell.

Then

he cried out in a loud voice; "Gracious Lord Jesus Christ, let me

not perish here but succour me by Thy grace or I am lost!" (p. 129).
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At once the tent in which he had been about to be with the enchantress disappears
and Perceval is safe, but he is overcome with remorse when he finally comprehends

what has almost occurred.

In penance, he stabs himself in the thigh while

reviling himself for having nearly lost "what is irredeemable, namely virginity,
which cannot be recovered since it is lost but once}'' (p. 130).

Yet Perceval,

in his simplicity, still does not understand who the enchantress is until the
same hermit, who had previously interpreted his dream, returns to explicate

his experience.

As Matarasso explains, "[Perceval] has . . . an intuitive

understanding of the divine, but, lacking common sense in a spectacular degree,
he cannot relate this knowledge to what happens to him.1151
Another aspect of the Quest which results in a significant character

change for Perceval is the lack of chivalric adventures engaged in by the
Grail knights.

For the most part, the rescue of damsels in distress and the

rightings of wrongs associated with the courtly world are left to knights like
Gawain and Lancelot, representatives of Arthur's court.

Of the three Grail

knights, only Bors remains associated with the court: he returns there after
the deaths of Galahad and Perceval.

The fact that, unlike Galahad and Perceval,

Bors is not a virgin probably explains this re-association with the court.
Also, someone must return to reveal the outcome of the quest. Perceval's
lack of knightly adventures is particularly apparent.

In the earlier tales,

while Perceval sought the Grail, he became involved in alleviating the troubles
of others; Perceval of the Quest does not. Here his adventures all involve
his personal struggle to maintain his chasity or his search for Galahad.

quest is very "self-oriented."

beliefs of the author:

His

Frappier explains this change in terms of the

The teachings of the Queste and the rule of life prescribed for

those who seek the Holy Grail are suffused with the monastic spirit.

When a hermit expounds the hierarchy of the virtues, he places

highest virginity and below it in descending order humility, patience,
and last, strangely enough, charity.52

Given this belief in the order of the virtues, one can better understand the

dearth of charitable acts engaged in by Percevalo

Furthermore, according to

medieval belief, the saving of one's own soul must always take precedence
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over any other matters.

Nevertheless, through his lack of involvement in

the troubles of others, Perceval loses much of the attractiveness of his
earlier character.

In many ways, the Queste del Sainte Graal reflects a change in medieval

society, the increased emphasis on religious belief and practice.

The displace

ment of Perceval by Galahad, as Vida Scudder states, "is evidence of the
growing pressure as the Middle Ages went on for a new type of hero, the

characteristic conviction that the Grail should be achieved by a contemplative and ascetic, not by a sinful and struggling man.1153 The earlier Perceval
tradition contained far too much "sin and struggling" to allow his continuance
as first champion of the Grail in its newly, but firmly, establishe d role
as a symbol of God's grace.

However, Perceval's association with the Grail

legend was also too firmly established to be disregarded completely.

The

solution to the problem presented itself in the form of a modification of

the folklore motif of the Great Fool, with which the earlier Perceval had
been associated. To the simplicity and ignorance of this early character
was added the quality of unwavering trust in God.

The result was the creation

of a lesser character, but an important one nonetheless.

As Frederick Locke
explains in his study of the Quest, "Perceval is, in the highest sense, the
type of the Christian soul, simple and full of faith.1154 Thus, from the
author's point of view, Perceval of the Quest remains a model worthy of

emulation, for through all his ignorant bumbling, his steadfast trust in
God ultimately results in his receiving God's grace and, through it, salvation.

Chapter VI: The Extraneous Grail Knight

Sir Thomas Malory's Le Morte Darthur, written during the closing years

of the Middle Ages, marks the final degeneration of the character of Perceval.

This degeneration can be partially accounted for by the relationship of the
Grail quest itself to the purpose of the overall work.

As Charles Moorman

asserts in his article "'The Tale of the Sankgreall': Human Frailty,"

Malory • • • having envisioned from the beginning an Arthurian

cycle of growth, decay, and fall, saw in the Grail a symbol • • •

of the ultimate failure of Arthur's would-be ideal secular civili
zation.55

Because Arthur's greatest knight Lancelot, as a result of his adulterous

affair with Guinevere and his imperfect penitence, cannot achieve the Grail,

its attainment by Galahad, Percival, and Bors is of secondary importance.

As in the Quest, Galahad is the principal Grail knight, but in Le Morte,

even more so than in the Quest, Galahad is represented as being separate
from the court.

As Moorman states, "Malory uses Galahad only as a super

natural object lesson in heavenly chivalry, as a knight whose deeds do not
in anyway affect the fate of the Round Table.1156 Consequently, the roles
of all the Grail knights are reduced accordingly.

In the guest, Perceval's

role had already been significantly reduced; now, with Malory's shift in

emphasis from the success of the Grail knights to the failure of the Round
Table, that role is even further diminished until Percival becomes almost

entirely extraneous to both plot and theme.

In the earlier sections of Le Morte, before the Grail quest begins,

Sir Percival de Gales is rarely mentioned.

When he does enter the story,

he is generally listed as a part of a group and little else is said of him.
There are exceptions to this practice; for example in Book X, which deals

with the story of Sir Tristram, Percival, unaided, rescues Tristram from

imprisonment.

Later in this same section, Percival reappears in the company
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of two other knights.

In this instance, Malory singles Percival out from

among the three, saying of him, "And as for Sir Percival, he was called that

time of his time one of the best knights of the world, and the best assured. 1157

These examples notwithstanding, Sir Percival appears infrequently in the

whole work and is given individual status even more seldom.

That Malory

includes Percival at all in the sections of Le Morte not dealing directly
with the Grail seems caused by this knight's traditional appearance in

Arthurian legend and therefore, like the many other knights who put in an
appearance from time to time, he cannot be entirely omitted.
In addition to greatly reducing Percival's involvement in the narrative,

Malory also introduces a drastic change in the knight's lineage.

In the

earlier works, both Perceval's maternal and paternal progenitors are of

impeccable status.

On his mother's side, Perceval is always a descendent

of the most holy Grail family; on his father's side, although the names

differ from work to work, he descends from a line of most noble, if not always

holy, ancestry.

In Le Marte he still retains kinship with the Grail family

through his mother; however, his father is King Pellinore and his paternal
heritage is no longer as admirable.

As Vida Scudder maintains, "The 'gens'

of King Pellinore, so hated by the 'gens' of Gawain, is, apart from Percivale,
peculiarly unsanctified.1158 Thus in Le Marte, in order to attain the Grail,

Percival must overcome his paternal heritage rather than fulfill it as was
the case in the earlier works.

However, because of the lack of importance

of the character in the overall scheme of Le Morte, Malory does nothing to

emphasize this fact.

The section of Le Marte containing the Grail quest, Book s XIII through

XVII, follows closely the story related in the Queste del Sainte Graal, though
in abbreviated form.

In particular, Malory condenses the long explications

by the Quest's ever-present hermits.

In her doctoral dissertation, Sandra

Ness Ihle proposes that through these abbreviations Malory changes the emphasis

of the story: "He stresses moral behavior over theological exposition, knightly
1159
·
brotherhood over transcendence of earthly ties,
and Lancelot over Ga 1ahad •

Lancelot is Arthur's finest knight; he is the epitome of earthly chivalry.
Therefore, as Moorman states, "In Lancelot's failure lies the failure of

the whole system, since Lancelot, though the embodiment of the system, himself
represents the sins which are to lead to the destruction of this society."60

In the Grail quest, Galahad, Percival, and Bors serve basically as foils for
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Lancelot and the other knights linked most closely with the code of chivalry.
Lancelot, like the court he represents, is unstable; the Grail knights, in
contrast, represent stability.

In this capacity, less individualism of

character is necessary.

In Malory's main source, Perceval's role had already been reduced; follow

ing this lead and, as Moorman declares, "[finding] no real dramatic or thematic

function for Perceva1 11 6l beyond that of a foil, Malory makes even more drastic

cuts.

For example, in recounting the interview between Percival and his

aunt, Malory omits nearly all of the moral instruction and personal infor
mation offered by the aunt of the Quest; even the highly significant news

that he is to be one of the three who shall attain the Grail is eliminated.

Malory also omits any reference to the five-year period, mentioned in the

Quest, during which Perceval and Galahad travel together throughout Logres

overcoming evil.

What remains of Percival's quest is, for the most part,

the bare framework with little embellishment and little attempt to humanize

the character or sympathize with Percival's foolishness.

In the Quest Perceval

is the s imple soul, foolish but always faithful and trusting, and, thus,

worthy of sympathetic understanding.
is handled with much less sympathy.

In Le Morte Sir Percival's foolishness

For example, in the Quest when the hermit

returns to explain Perceval's temptation by the enchantress, he sighs, "Ah,

Perceval • • • will you ever be simple" (p. 131) and then explains carefully
what has befallen the ingenuous knight.

both congratulatory and encouraging:

His parting words to Perceval are

Perceval, thou hast conquered and art healed.

and go wheresoever adventure leads thee.

Enter this ship

And be not dismayed by

anything thou seest, for wherever thou goest God will by thy guide.

Thou hast borne thyself so well that thou shalt meet one day with

Bors and Galahad, the two whose company thou most desirest (p. 133).
By contrast, the hermit in Le Morte simply says, "O good knight • • • thou

art a fool" (vol. 2, p. 290).

He does explain that the being whom Percival

had mistaken for a maiden was really a fiend from Hell, but he leaves Percival

with no parting words of congratulations or encouragement, only a warning:
And that was the champion that thou foughtest withal, the which
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had overcome thee had not the grace of God been.

Now beware Sir

Percival 1 and take this for an example (vol. 2 1 p o 290) 0

An example of the dehumanization of the character can be seen by comparing
each author's handling of the reunion between Perceval and his sister.

the Quest Perceval recognizes her and

11

In

[embraces] her joyfully" (p. 213);

in Le Mor_te
_ Malory states that "When Percival understood that she was his

sister he was inwardly glad" (vol. 2, p. 332).

display of emotion�

Sir Percival gives no outward

In Malory's work, as in most of the older Grail stories, Percival attai ns

the Grail.

The fact that he is second to Galahad in holiness does not diminish

the importance of his achi.evement 0

Rather it is Malory's use of the quest

and of the Grail knights which results in the final deterioration of the
character of Perceval. In the Perlesvaus Perceval loses much of his humanity,
yet he still retains grandeur and power as the champion of Christianity.

In the Quest, though he loses status through being replaced by Galahad as

chi ef aspirant to the Grail, he regains some of his more endearing qualities
by being portrayed as the simple Christian soul.

However, in Le Morte, the

character of Percival is really unnecessary. Malory's purpose in including
the Grail story can be served just as well without Percival.

emphasizes this fact in the following statement:

Vida Scudder

The Percivale of [Malory's Grail] books is an emasculated figure,

and the treatment of him marks the last stage in a progressive

de-.humanization • • • a monk is here slightly concealed under the

trappings of knighthood.

Not without reason is Percivale to stay

in the city of Sarras when the others come home, he is of no value
to the court or the world, and will not be missed by them.62
Thus, in this, the most extensive English treatment of Arthurian legend in

the Middle Ages, the once�renowned Celtic warrior, the former Grail king,
the erstwhile champion of the New Law sinks to the level of an extraneous

character, stripped of both his status and his humanity and included only

as a matter of tradition.

Conclus:i,on

The works discussed in th:i,s paper cover, in their composition, a time

span of approximately three hundred years; the authors themselves come from

:France and Germany, as well as Britain.

Regardless of their time or nationality,

all of these authors share a common interest: the matter of Britain, the
tales and legends surrounding Arthur, the Celtic Dux Belorum, and his follow
ers.

Throughout the years, the shrouded mysteries surrounding the age of

Arthur have ignited the imaginations of countless writers; for each has seen,
within these mysteries, the possibility for espousing a myriad of causes
and themes. Consequently, each author has pared or extended, shaped or re

molded the legend, to suit his own. particular purpose.
authors present no exception.

These six medieval

In relating the story of Perceval and the

Grail, each author has modified the man and the tale to achieve his own end.
The folklore tradition from which Perceval and the Grail legends derive

is very ancient, more ancient perhaps than Arthurian tradition itself. Its
origins lie in the lost and forgotten songs of the Celtic bards, who kept
alive the heroes and history of a people for centuries before the coming

of "civilization" brought the written word to the shores of Britain. The
first of the six works discussed draws heavily from this bardic tradition,

but, because the author's purpose is to create a tale appealing to a feuda l,
Christian world, he adds chivalric touches so that his Peredur will seem

With the Peredur, the character of Perceval, the
original Grail knight, begins his ascent from Celtic obscurity to medieval
fame. Chrltien de Troyes continues the process, although his motives are
less pagan and barbarous.

quite di,fferent.

Perceval's rise to heroic knighthood against almost impossible

odds provides a model and a warning for young noblemen.

To this purpose,

Chretien shapes his tale, placing more emphasis on Perceval's personal respon

sibility ;for· his actions.

With Chr�tien' s death, his poem remained unfinished,

but other authors continue the tale.

Wolfram, drawing from Chr6tien or a

common source, portrays hi.s Parzival as the perfect chivalrous knight, one
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who is able to integrate the values of each realm of existence: the natural,
the courtly, and the religious.

Yet for all his lofty accomplishments,

Wolfram's Parzival remains very human.

In this way, Wolfram achieves his

purpose of creating a hero not only worthy of emulation, but also possible
to emulate.

The Perlesvaus author has quite a different purpose in mind.

His continuation of the story is intended to remind his audience of biblical
history and prophecy.

Thus he turns the story of Perceval into an allegory

in which Perceval becomes a militant Christ-figure, a champion of the New

Law.

Regardless of their different purposes, however, both Wolfram and the

Perlesvaus author portray their hero at the zenith of his reputation.
descent begins with The Quest of the Holy Grail.

Perceval's

The Quest author wishes

to show the Grail story as a search for God's grace, which the Grail itself

now symbolizes.

militant.

Wolfram's Parzival is too human; the Perlesvaus hero, too

Yet Perceval's association with the Grail is too strong to ignore

completely; consequently, this author simply reduces Perceval's importance

and invents a new hero, Galahad, who embodies characteristics more "fitting."

Finally, in Le Morte Darthur, Thomas Malory completes the decline of Perceval.
The Grail quest itself is of little importance to Malory's overall purpose

except as it serves to emphasize the decay within Arthur's kingdom.

Conse

quently, the roles of the Grail knights are drastically minimized, and Perceval's,

most dras tically of all.

Thus, through the course of these six works, the

character of Perceval rises from virtual obscurity to reach the exalted posit ion

of "the best knight in the world," only to descend, not back into obscurity,
but into the less-than-desirable role of a superfluous character.
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